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MARIAN K. LEIGHTON 


The “Star Wars” Murders: Revisiting a 
Cold Case from the Cold War 


During the 1980s more than two dozen computer scientists, engineers, software 
designers, and highly-skilled technicians representing the cream of Great 
Britain’s crop of missile defense experts died in mysterious and often 
gruesome ways. Coincidence might account for the timing and 
circumstances of these deaths, except for one caveat: Virtually all of the 
victims participated in the European counterpart to U.S. President Ronald 
Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). Henry Champ, NBC News 
correspondent in London, put it this way: “In the world of espionage, there 
is a saying: Once is an accident, twice is coincidence, but three times is 
enemy action.’’! This maxim attests beyond a reasonable doubt that the 
“Star Wars” murders were not merely a chain of isolated episodes. But these 
serial deaths have garnered almost no public attention throughout the years. 

The British victims died from a numbing variety of causes: car “accidents,” 
asphyxiation/carbon monoxide poisoning, suffocation, drowning, 
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electrocution, “death leaps,” hangings/strangulations, shootings, an alleged 
drug overdose, a glider accident, and a heart attack. Some mysterious 
disappearances can be thrown in for good measure. 

This dossier of deaths can read like an exercise in literary overkill. Yet, the 
SDI researchers quickly became an increasingly endangered species. The 
series of demises began in March 1982 with the suspicious death of 
Dr. Keith Bowden, 45, a specialist in supercomputers and computer- 
controlled aircraft. A co-founder of the Department of Computer Sciences 
at Essex University, he also worked for Marconi Space and Defence 
Systems Ltd, Britain’s preeminent contractor for SDI. Bowden died 
instantly when his Rover vehicle careened across a four-lane highway and 
plunged off a bridge, down an embankment, and into an abandoned rail 
yard. His wife, Hillary, stated that “‘My solicitor instructed an accident 
specialist to examine the automobile. Somebody had taken the wheels off 
and put others on that were old and worn. At the inquest this item was 
barred as evidence. Someone asked if the car was in a sound condition, 
and the answer was ‘yes.’ The coroner ruled the death an accident. 
Although Mrs. Bowden never formally protested the published verdict, she 
remained convinced that someone had tampered with her husband’s car 
and that “it certainly looked like foul play.’’* She and her lawyer 
continued to suspect a cover-up. 

In July 1982, Jack Wolfenden, an experienced pilot, was killed in a 
mysterious glider accident in perfect flying weather. No evidence of illness 
or mechanical failure was found to explain the crash. Wolfenden, an 
electronic warfare specialist, had served as a senior radio operator at 
General Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), the British equivalent of 
the U.S. National Security Agency (NSA). His widow, Janet, told 
reporters that the police and GCHQ had told her to remain silent.* In 
November of that year, another electronic warfare expert, Ernest 
Brockway, one of Wolfenden’s co-workers, was found dead. The verdict 
was suicide. 

Although Bowden, Wolfenden, and Brockway died prior to President 
Reagan’s initiation of the SDI project, Bowden’s connection to Marconi 
and the others’ expertise in electronic warfare may well have made them 
targets for murder. Subsequent events support this interpretation. 


SUSPICIOUS OCCURRENCES 


In April 1983 (a month after Reagan’s SDI speech), Lt.-Col. Anthony 
Godley, 49, vanished without explanation. Godley headed a work-study 
unit at the Royal Military College of Science, a research facility for the 
Ministry of Defence that was engaged in several of Britain’s leading-edge 
defense projects. 
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Three other electronic warfare specialists died in succeeding years: all were 
declared suicides. Stephen Drinkwater, a GCHQ employee, was found 
asphyxiated with a bag over his head in 1983. George Franks was found 
hanged in 1984 and Stephen Oke in 1985. Oke worked at a GCHQ listening 
post. Also in 1985, Roger Hill, 49, a radar designer and draftsman 
at Marconi Space and Defence Systems, was found dead from a shotgun 
blast at his home. The coroner’s verdict: suicide. 

On 19 November 1985, Jonathan Walsh, 29, a digital-communications 
expert, made an alleged “death leap” from his hotel room during a posting 
in Abidjan, Ivory Coast. Walsh, who also worked for GEC, Marconi’s 
parent firm, had reportedly expressed a fear for his life. The verdict in his 
death remained open. 

The mysterious deaths of scientists at Marconi continued in 1986, when the 
bodies of Vimal Dajibhai and Arshad Sharif were found within weeks of each 
other in Bristol, a region more than 100 miles from their homes. Both men 
worked at Marconi Underwater Systems in creating the software for a 
huge, computerized “Star Wars” simulator known as “Cosmos,” the hub 
of the company’s SDI program.* 

On 4 August 1986, British police found Dajibhai’s crumpled body 240 feet 
below the Clifton suspension bridge in Bristol. According to speculation, he 
made a “death leap” from the bridge. The coroner’s verdict remained open. 
Dajibhai, 24, was a software engineer who worked on the “Cosmos” project, 
designing computer simulations for the guidance system of the Stingray 
torpedo and the Tigerfish air-to-sea missile. He was also involved in 
developing an underwater vibration simulator for an electronic warfare 
countermeasure device known as Zeus. Whether Dajibhai fell off the bridge or 
was pushed remains unknown nearly three decades later. At the time, suspicions 
arose that his body was dragged to the site under the bridge after he was killed 
elsewhere. 

On 28 October 1986, authorities discovered the body of Arshad Sharif, 
a computer analyst and programmer at Marconi who, like Dajibhai, worked 
on the Zeus project. Sharif also helped to develop systems for the detection of 
submarines by satellite. Sharif, 26, was previously employed by British 
Aerospace on the Zircon spy satellite program. On the day of his death, he 
reportedly drove to a public park in Bristol. There Sharif was found in his 
car with one end of a rope tied around his neck and the other around 
a tree. He had driven at high speed with the accelerator pedal jammed down 
and was decapitated when his neck snapped. As in the case of Dajibhai, 
however, Sharif was quite possibly was already dead when he was placed in 
the car.° 

The coroner suspected a close relationship between the deaths of Dajibhai 
and Sharif. He declared that ‘‘as James Bond would say, this is past 
coincidence. ”® 
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On 8 January 1987, Avtar Singh Gida, a 26-year-old postgraduate 
student, disappeared from Loughborough University, where he and 
Dajibhai were previously fellow students. Singh Gida was studying 
submarine warfare under a grant from the Ministry of Defence Admiralty 
Research Establishment and Marconi Underwater Systems and was writing 
a thesis titled “Synthetic Aperture Sonar,” which concerned underwater 
acoustic imaging and signal processing. At the time of his disappearance, he 
was conducting experiments at a reservoir near the university and was 
contributing to a report on a high-powered sonar transmitter. A far-flung 
search by the British police and Interpol located Singh Gida in a red light 
district of Paris, where he was working under an assumed name in 
a sweatshop for illegal migrants. He could not recall any details of his 
situation.’ Gida eventually returned to work and submitted his Ph.D. thesis 
but refused to discuss either his disappearance or the death of his colleague 
Dajibhai.® 

Another mysterious cluster of deaths occurred in the early months of 
1987. In January, Richard Pugh, a computer consultant and digital 
communications and electronic warfare expert for Britain’s Ministry of 
Defence, was found dead in his flat with his feet bound together and his 
head encased in a plastic bag. His body was wrapped from head to toe in 
rope that was tied several times around his neck. The coroner pronounced 
his death an accident resulting from a sexual experiment gone awry—a 
judgment that certainly raised more questions than it answered.” 

That same month, Dr. John Brittan, a 52-year-old computer expert who 
was affiliated with both the Ministry of Defence and the Royal Military 
College of Science, died of carbon monoxide poisoning. He had recently 
traveled to the United States in connection with his SDI-related work. 
Brittan’s body was discovered in the garage at his home in a parked car 
with the engine still running. The coroner’s verdict was accidental death 
caused by asphyxiation.!° 

Two other deaths from carbon monoxide poisoning occurred in February 
1987. In one case, 43-year-old David (Edwin) Skeels, a Marconi engineer, 
was found dead in his car with a hose pipe connected to the exhaust. 
Similar circumstances surrounded the death on 22 February of Peter 
Peapell, 46, a renowned authority on communications technology and 
electronic surveillance. He worked on electronic warfare programs at the 
Royal Military College of Science, where he also served as a senior 
lecturer. In addition, Peapell was a talented metallurgist whose work 
included testing titanium for its resistance to explosives, as well as 
computer analysis of signals emitted by metals. Peapell also served as a 
consultant on beryllium metallurgy, which played an important role in the 
design of Soviet nuclear weapons. He published a book on computers and 
a paper on underwater acoustic emissions. Peapell, like Dr. Brittan, had 
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recently returned from a trip to the United States in connection with SDI. 
The inquest could not determine whether Peapell’s death was a homicide, a 
suicide, or an accident.'' The coroner thus rendered an open verdict. 

Victor Moore, a 46-year-old design engineer and specialist on infrared 
satellites at Marconi Space and Defence Systems, met an untimely death in 
February 1987, allegedly from a drug overdose. His demise reportedly 
sparked an inquiry by Britain’s MI5 intelligence service and a criminal 
investigation by the Serious Crime Squad of the Ministry of Defence into 
the Marconi branch at Portsmouth (where Moore had worked). The results 
of these investigations were never revealed.'* According to an article in the 
London Sunday Times shortly after his death, Moore had developed 
duodenal ulcers in 1985, apparently from stress. He spent most of 1986 on 
sick leave and subsequently applied for retirement, but Marconi rejected his 
applications. His widow later told a reporter that “he did not agree with 
some of the things he was asked to do at Marconi,” although he had been 
with the company for nearly 30 years.'* The widow also believed that 
Moore’s research had some connection with GCHQ.'4 

On 30 March 1987, David Sands was killed instantly in a freak car 
accident. A senior scientist who worked on an SDI-related radar defense 
system for the Royal Air Force, he oversaw a secret project on satellite 
computer-controlled radar systems at Easams (Elliot Automation Space 
and Advanced Military Systems), a Marconi-owned company. His work 
also included the simulation of signals technologies and a secret 
application directly related to stealth technology and electronic warfare. 
Sands made an unexplained U-turn on his way to work and rammed his 
car into the brick wall of an abandoned café. The trunk contained cans 
full of gasoline, and the car exploded on impact. Sands’s body was burned 
beyond recognition; dental records confirmed his identity. The unusual 
scenario and the lack of a suicide motive led the coroner to render an open 
verdict, which did not rule out foul play.!° 


More Strange Departures 


Four bizarre events that transpired on the single day of 10 April 1987 further 
heightened the intrigue surrounding the “Star Wars” deaths. George 
Kountis, a systems analyst at Bristol Polytechnic, drowned when his BMW 
automobile plunged into the Mersey River in Liverpool and turned upside 
down. The coroner’s verdict: misadventure. 

Stuart Gooding, an up-and-coming postgraduate research student at the 
Royal Military College of Science, died in a head-on collision between his 
rental car and a truck on Cyprus. The incident occurred while the college 
was holding military exercises on the island, where Britain maintained 
military facilities, including an outpost for GCHQ and one for electronic 
warfare-related operations. 
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David Greenhalgh was found with slashed wrists after he fell (or was 
pushed) from a railway bridge on his way to work. He survived the fall and 
stated that he had no idea how it occurred.'° Greenhalgh was a computer 
defense system salesman for the British firm International Computers Ltd 
(ICL), which was a principal contractor for the Royal Navy. He had also 
worked on a defense project with David Sands. Greenhalgh subsequently 
died in a hospital of his injuries. Police labeled his fall a suicide attempt.'’ 

Finally, a 26-year-old woman, Shani Warren, was discovered drowned in 
less than two feet of water in a lake near the site of Greenhalgh’s fall. 
Warren worked for the digital communications company Micro Scope, 
which reportedly specialized in “‘intelligent electronic systems.” The 
company was taken over by GEC, Marconi’s parent firm, less than 
a month after her death. The coroner rendered an open verdict. 

Exactly two weeks after these incidents, Mark Wisner, a 24-year-old 
software engineer at the Ministry of Defence’s experimental station for 
combat aircraft, died of suffocation at his home. He was found with his 
head in a plastic bag and a mass of clinging film around his face. The 
circumstances were nearly identical with those of Richard Pugh’s death. 
An inquest ruled that Wisner died from accidental suffocation resulting 
from a sexual experiment gone awry.!® 

On 3 May 1987, Michael Baker, a 22-year-old digital communications 
expert working on a defense project at Plessey Semiconductors, a leading 
British electronics firm, was killed when his BMW crashed through a road 
barrier. His two passengers were unhurt, but both refused to reveal details 
of the crash. The verdict: misadventure. A month later, Frank Jennings, 
60, an electronic-weapons engineer at Plessey, allegedly dropped dead from 
a heart attack. No inquest took place. 

The year 1988 brought a continuing rash of mysterious deaths in Britain’s 
scientific and technical community. The first occurred in January, when the 
mangled corpse of 23-year-old Russell Smith was found halfway down a cliff 
in Cornwall. Smith, a technician at the UK Atomic Energy Authority, 
reportedly either committed suicide or fell off the cliff. The coroner’s 
inquest finally settled on a verdict of suicide. 

On 25 March 1988, Trevor Knight, 52, a computer engineer in the guided 
weapons division at Marconi Space and Defence Systems, died in a 
hauntingly familiar manner. His body was discovered at the wheel of his 
car outside his home in Hertfordshire. A hose was attached to the car’s 
exhaust. The coroner returned a verdict of suicide by asphyxiation. 

In August 1988, Alistair Beckham, 50, was electrocuted in a bizarre 
manner. According to a detailed account, “Beckham walked through his 
garden to a musty backyard toolshed and sat down on a box next to the 
door. He wrapped bare wires around his chest, attached the wires to an 
electrical outlet and put a handkerchief in his mouth. Then he pulled the 
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switch.”'? An engineer at Plessey Defence Systems, Beckham specialized in 
designing computer software for advanced naval defense systems. At the 
time of his death, he was working on a pilot program for SDI. Beckham left 
no suicide note, and the police did not rule out foul play. The coroner’s 
verdict: open. 

A second electrocution occurred on the very same August day. The body 
of Peter Ferry, a 60-year-old marketing director for Marconi’s Command 
and Control Systems Centre, was found in his company-owned flat with 
the stripped ends of an electrical cord in his mouth. An unidentified 
person claimed that Ferry suffered depression following several serious 
automobile accidents, but no further evidence was forthcoming. Foul play 
was deemed possible in Ferry’s death, so the coroner returned an open 
verdict. A diabolical killer had seemingly devised a creative new method 
of offing his targets. 

Finally, in a replay of the carbon monoxide poisoning scenario, Andrew 
Hall, 33, was found dead in a car with a hose attached to the tail pipe. 
Hall was a manager in the engineering department of British Aero-Space. 
The death was ruled a suicide. 


STONEWALLING AN INVESTIGATION? 


These mysterious and often macabre deaths among the cream of Britain’s 
scientists and computer experts received remarkably little attention from 
law enforcement organizations, intelligence services, or the media. Neither 
the police nor the government displayed much urgency in identifying and 
tracking down the perpetrators. The media, especially the tabloids, were 
uncharacteristically silent about the deaths. Only the families of the 
victims, desperately seeking closure, pleaded for answers, few of which 
were forthcoming. Mostly, the authorities seemed to accept the coroners’ 
verdicts of suicide or accidental death. Even in the instances of an open 
verdict, little was effort made to probe more deeply. 

Kevin McNamara, the Labour Party’s deputy defense spokesman, 
demanded a full government inquiry into the mysterious deaths.” And 
John Cartwright, a Social Democratic Member of Parliament (MP) and a 
defense expert, wrote to Lord Tregarne, the defense procurement minister, 
that “I do not wish to be accused of inventing plots more suited to a TV 
thriller than real life, but I think the circumstances of these...cases, and 
the possible links between them, stretch the possibility of coincidence too 
far.”?! But a Defence Ministry spokesman countered by claiming that the 
police and coroners had satisfactorily explained each death and that 
attempts to link them into a conspiracy were “newspaper hype.” According 
to the 19 April 1987 edition of Sunday Today, MI5 (Britain’s internal security 
agency) had just opened an investigation; but no details were forthcoming. 
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Labour MP Douglas Hoyle demanded to know “how many more deaths 
before we get the government to give the answers? From a security point 
of view, surely both ourselves and the Americans ought to be looking into 
it.” He insisted that “something sinister is going on. The number of these 
deaths is now becoming too odd to be a coincidence anymore.””** Although 
the British government persisted in dismissing Hoyle’s demand for an 
official inquiry, Home Secretary Douglas Hurd finally ordered the police 
forces that had investigated the deaths to exchange information.”* 
Meanwhile, NATO intelligence authorities in Brussels reportedly asked their 
British counterparts for a report on the situation. A NATO source stated 
that “we would be remiss in our duty if we didn’t take a very close look 
into this matter.” Chief Superintendent Arthur Ford, the police official who 
coordinated the investigations, concluded that no evidence linked the 
various deaths. “Nonsense,” Hoyle retorted.” 

When the Marconi company no longer found it possible to ignore the 
mysterious deaths, Lord Weinstock, then managing director of GEC 
(which at the time was Marconi’s parent firm), arranged an inquiry to be 
conducted by Scotland Yard’s Brian Worth. According to Worth’s assessment, 
however, the evidence indicated that the suicide verdicts were credible and 
that, even when open verdicts were rendered, suicide was the probable 
explanation. 

In an Internet posting on 29 November 2006, entitled “Mysterious deaths, 
freedom of information, Marconi and the Ministry of Defence,” blogger Ted 
Ritter recalled that he had sent a freedom of information query to the 
Ministry that yielded no results after a six-month period, adding that “It 
was as if the deaths had never happened.” 

The pattern of serial deaths among the scientists in Britain defied logic, 
the law of averages, and plain common sense. Yet, British authorities 
proved unable and/or unwilling to connect the dots. They acted rather 
like John Stein, the former Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Director 
of Operations, who dismissed the loss within a compressed timeframe 
of nearly every recruited Soviet spy by claiming that each case contained “‘the 
seeds of its own destruction.””° In fact, the actual culprit was Aldrich Ames, 
the Soviet mole inside the Agency, who remained undetected for almost 
a decade. 


BRITAIN’S ROLE IN SDI 


The circumstances of Britain’s participation in SDI-related research may 
have accounted for the government’s publicity-shy approach to the “Star 
Wars murders.” First of all, the Marconi Company Ltd., which became 
the primary contractor for the program, was a hallowed British 
establishment. Guglielmo Marconi, son of an Italian father and an Irish 
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mother, was a pioneer of wireless communications and inventor of the radio. 
He conducted his initial experiments in Wales. The Marconi company began 
its existence as a developer of intelligence-gathering devices for MIS. It 
evolved into Britain’s largest and most prominent defense and electronics 
contractor and was engaged heavily in secretive computer (notably 
computer simulation) and communications projects. At the time of the 
scientists’ deaths, Marconi was the defense arm of Britain’s General 
Electric Company (GEC)—unrelated to the American company of the 
same name. 

Second, the close relationship between President Reagan and British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher was a major factor in Britain’s participation in 
SDI. Thatcher reportedly called SDI “the final straw for the Evil Empire.” 
In return for her early support for the program, the Reagan administration 
promised to outsource hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of research 
contracts that gave the British government a strong economic stake in “Star 
Wars.” Thatcher certainly would have hesitated to draw attention to a public 
relations disaster that could have jeopardized the lucrative partnership and 
possibly discredited have Reagan’s pet project. Downplaying the serial deaths 
may have seemed preferable. 

Washington, as well as the U.S. Embassy in London, monitored the 
increasingly mysterious death spiral in Britain’s defense community but 
acted with restraint. A high-ranking U.S. source was quoted in the London 
Sunday Times as saying, “If this had happened in Greece, Brazil, Spain, or 
Argentina, we’d be all over them like a glovel’’?8 Nevertheless, the U.S. 
government could not continue to turn a blind eye to the bizarre series of 
deaths across the Atlantic. The Reagan administration apparently made 
some efforts to solve the mystery but with no public statements and no 
conclusive results. The Toronto Star reported in 1987 that the CIA was 
investigating the mysterious deaths. According to the Star, sources 
in Washington believed that similar deaths in West Germany, France, Italy, 
and Sweden might have a common link.” 

The role of the intelligence network UKUSA in SDI research may have 
been still another reason for Britain’s sensitivity to the “Star Wars” 
murders. The network comprised the signals intelligence (SIGINT) 
components of the United States (NSA), Britain (GCHQ), Canada, 
Australia, and New Zealand. Some of the deceased UK scientists, as noted 
above, had worked for the GCHQ. Marconi and the GEC provided much 
of the technology that was instrumental in projects being carried out under 
UKUSA-sponsored projects. 

On 6 December 1985 the UK signed a formal agreement with the United 
States to participate in SDI research. London also chose to take part in 
the French EUREKA program, which investigated technologies similar to 
those involved in SDI. 
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THE ABSENT MEDIA 


The British media, with some exceptions, appeared strangely indifferent to 
the mysterious serial fatalities.°° The highly respected trade magazine 
Computer News was influential in breaking the story in a series of articles 
beginning on 5 March 1987. Then, on 3 April of that year, the Financial 
Times, with its large international circulation, introduced a wide audience 
to the story. Investigative journalist Tony Collins, who covered the story 
for Computer News and also published the book Open Verdict, emphasized 
that “in the majority of cases, there were no eyewitnesses and the periods 
before their deaths could not be explained.’”*! 

The police, for their part, habitually provided journalists with plausible 
though unconfirmed explanations for the victims’ alleged accidents or 
suicides. Nagging suspicions of planted evidence and foul play were 
ignored or suppressed. Reporter Collins complained that “it’s been almost 
impossible to get information about deaths that should be in the public 
domain. I’ve been given false names or incorrect spellings, or I’ve not been 
told where inquests have taken place. It’s made it very difficult for me to 
try to track down the details of these cases.”?? Other reporters accused the 
authorities of using evasive tactics and even outright disinformation in 
response to queries about the deaths. 

In some cases, the authorities made misleading statements about the 
victims’ behavior that sought to suggest suicide or accidental death rather 
than murder. For example, police testified during the Keith Bowden 
inquest that his blood alcohol level exceeded the legal limit and that he 
was speeding, but friends with whom he had reportedly spent the evening 
denied that he had been drinking.” Authorities at the scene of Stephen 
Oke’s death found cigarettes and an empty bottle of brandy, even though 
Oke neither smoked nor drank alcohol. 

The circumstances surrounding the death of Vimal Dajibhai were 
exceedingly bizarre. Dajibhai was found with his pants down around his 
ankles, and police later spotted a needle-sized puncture wound on his 
buttock that originally was said to be a result of his fall. Dajibhai’s funeral 
was halted moments before his cremation in order to re-examine the 
wound. As recounted by Computer News reporter Tony Collins, “Members 
of the family were told that the body was to be taken away for a second 
postmortem, to be done by a top Home Office pathologist. That’s not 
normal. Then, a few months later, police held a press conference and 
announced that it hadn’t been a puncture mark after all [but] was caused 
by a bone fragment.” Collins concluded that “I find it very difficult to 
reconcile the initial coroner’s report with what the police were saying a few 
months later.”’** Police also claimed that Dajibhai had been drinking with 
a friend shortly before his death, citing traces of alcohol in his blood and 
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the discovery of a bottle of wine and two used paper cups in his car. But no 
forensic tests were performed on the car and several of Dajibhai’s friends 
insisted that he was a teetotaler.*° If Dajibhai was in fact murdered, his 
assailant may have chosen the Clifton suspension bridge spanning the 
Avon River as the venue precisely because it was a popular suicide spot. 

In the case of Arshad Sharif, the coroner jury’s verdict of suicide implied 
that Sharif got out of his car to tie one end of the nylon cord around a tree 
and the other end around his neck before getting back into the car and 
speeding off. A more plausible scenario would posit the presence of 
another person to force Sharif into this incongruous position. A member 
of Sharif’s family later found a long-handled wrench that could be used as 
a wheel wrench. This tool, which was lying on the floor near the 
acceleration pedal, could have held down the pedal while Sharif was 
driving. Another anomaly was the discovery of three cigars in the car, 
although Sharif was known to be a non-smoker. Adding to the mystery, 
the coroner reportedly told Sharif’s family that it was “not in their best 
interest” to attend the inquest.*° Sharif’s father was warned against talking 
to the media about his son’s death. 

The circumstances surrounding Peter Peapell’s death were extraordinarily 
peculiar. Peapell’s wife found him lying on his back underneath their car in 
the garage of their home. The garage door was closed and the engine was 
running. Peapell’s head lay parallel to the rear bumper of the car, and his 
mouth was in line with the exhaust pipe. Police reportedly were baffled 
about how he could have maneuvered into that position. A constable of 
the same height and weight as Peapell found it impossible to crawl under 
the car when the garage door was closed and also was unable to close the 
door once he was underneath the car.*’ Although carbon monoxide 
poisoning caused Peapell’s death, his widow suspected homicide. 

Foul play was deemed possible, too, in the deaths of David Sands and 
George Kountis. Demanding a new inquest, Kountis’s sister observed that 
“things didn’t add up.”** 

The verdict in Stuart Gooding’s case was accidental death, but at least one 
senior member of the Royal Military College of Science was skeptical, 
especially since Gooding’s two passengers, both unhurt, refused to divulge 
any details of the crash.*? The open verdict in Shani Warren’s death also 
cried out for further investigation. To believe reports that she had gagged 
herself with a noose around her neck, bound her feet together with a rope, 
then tied her hands behind her back and hobbled to the lake on stiletto 
heels to drown herself strained credulity. 

Another anomaly in the “Star Wars” deaths was that nearly all of the 
victims lacked a classic suicidal profile. Family members and colleagues 
denied any signs of depression or emotional instability among the 
deceased. On the contrary, they were ambitious, highly motivated, and 
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gifted professionals, demonstrating a special talent in their chosen fields of 
endeavor. They were also financially secure, well-liked by friends and 
co-workers, and poised for future successes. 

The authorities, including the coroner, persisted in attributing Dajibhai’s 
death to suicide, claiming that he was suffering from depression. Dajibhai’s 
family and friends uniformly stated that he had no history of personal or 
emotional problems.*° Moreover, he had recently accepted a new, 
high-paying job with a computer firm in London’s financial district. 

Although Sharif also had a bright future ahead of him, including a 
promised promotion, Tony Collins reported that “Sharif was said to have 
been depressed over a broken romance.” But the woman that police 
claimed to be his lover dismissed the claim as “rubbish.” She observed that 
“{Sharif] seemed such a normal and contented sort of chap. Not at all the 
sort you would expect to do something like [commit suicide.] I nearly 
fainted with shock when I heard he’d died. There never was a reason. He 
was really looking forward to getting married.’’*' Collins reported 
that “she’s married, has three children, and she’s deeply religious. The 
possibility of the two having an affair seems highly unlikely—especially 
since Sharif had a fiancée in Pakistan. His family told me that he was 
genuinely in love with her.”** A photo of Sharif’s fiancée was found in his 
pocket. The police subsequently switched stories by claiming that Sharif 
indeed had been deeply in love with his fiancée but that he had killed 
himself because another woman was pressuring him to call off the 
wedding. In addition, authorities belatedly claimed to have discovered a 
taped message in Sharif’s car that was “tantamount” to a suicide note. 
Though it admitted to an affair, thus bringing shame upon his family, 
family members who listened to the tape contended, that it had nothing to 
do with a suicide wish.” 

Peter Peapell’s widow insisted that her husband had no motive for suicide. 
They had no marital or financial problems, she stated. He loved his job and 
had just received a sizable raise. According to colleagues, Peapell exhibited 
“absolutely no signs of stress.’”’** 

Information leaked to the press in the aftermath of David Sands’s death 
suggested that Sands had suffered great emotional strain. His mother-in- 
law refuted this claim, however. She declared that “when David died, it 
was a great mystery to us. He was very successful. ... He had just pulled 
off a great coup for his company, and he was about to be greatly 
rewarded. He had a very bright future ahead of him. He was perfectly 
happy the week before this happened.”*° Similarly, friends of Andrew Hall 
stated that he was well-liked and had everything to live for. 

After Trevor Knight’s death, a coroner stated that his girlfriend and 
co-worker at Marconi had found three suicide notes. She claimed that 
Knight, who suffered from migraines and had endured several car 
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accidents, disliked his job with Marconi; but she failed to detect any signs of 
depression that could have driven him to suicide.*° 

Alistair Beckham’s widow commented in the wake of his electrocution that 
“there weren’t any women involved. There weren’t any men involved. We 
had a very good relationship. We don’t know why he did it...if he did it. 
And I don’t believe that he did do it. He wouldn’t go out to the shed. 
There had to be something....”’*” She reiterated elsewhere that “Alistair 
had no personal or professional problems....Murder is the sole 
explanation that is reasonable.’’** 

A senior official at Marconi reportedly concurred with the assessment that 
suicide was an unlikely cause of his employees’ deaths. As a newspaper article 
noted, “[P]olice officials continue to theorize that the deaths were attributed 
to personal stress to which defense industry scientists are often subjected. 
Marconi personnel manager John Shipley dismisses that notion, saying 
that ‘we investigated each of the Marconi employee deaths. We didn’t find 
a single instance of work stress, or even suspicion of co 


SOVIET REACTIONS TO SDI 


Moving beyond a coincidence-vs-conspiracy template to seek clues to the 
“Star Wars” deaths is impreative. An important clue was that they 
coincided with an intensive Soviet campaign against SDI. By the early 
1980s, even before President Reagan announced his Strategic Defense 
Initiative, the Soviet Union was painfully aware of its economic and 
technological backwardness and had intensified its efforts to acquire 
scientific and technical intelligence from the West. The “Revolution in 
Military Affairs (RMA),” with its emphasis on information technology, 
advanced computer chips, microelectronics, lasers, and electronic warfare 
techniques, further widened the East-West gap, both in terms of military 
applications and of spinoffs in the civilian economy. 

In a remarkable conversation with an American journalist just days after the 
advent of SDI, Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, First Deputy Defense Minister and 
Chief of the Soviet General Staff, confided that “We cannot equal the quality 
of US arms for a generation or two. Modern military power is based on 
technology, and technology is based on computers. In the US, small 
children play with computers.... Here, we don’t even have computers in 
every office of the Defense Ministry...’ The Kremlin perceived a stark 
choice between risking economic collapse in an effort to replicate SDI or 
forgoing the USSR’s superpower status, which rested almost exclusively on 
its nuclear arsenal (“Upper Volta with missiles” in the words of one pundit). 

President Reagan’s unveiling of SDI occurred at a time of renewed tension 
in U.S.—Soviet relations. The period of détente in the 1970s had ended 
definitively with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, which ushered in what 


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INTELLIGENCE 


THE “STAR WARS” MURDERS 303 


many observers called the “new Cold War.” NATO was poised to deploy 
Pershing-2 (P-2) intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) and 
Tomahawk ground-launched cruise missiles (GLCMs) on West European 
soil to counteract the Soviet emplacement of SS-20 IRBMs that threatened 
the military balance on the Continent.°! The P-2s, which could reach 
Soviet territory in about ten minutes, were capable of destroying hard 
targets, including command-and-control bunkers and missile silos. In 1981 
a major war scare developed in the Soviet Union. KGB chief Yuri Andropov 
issued an alert and directed an intensification of Soviet intelligence collection 
and monitoring of indicators that the United States was prepared to unleash 
a surprise nuclear strike. During this period, President Reagan also 
announced plans for a 600-ship navy, and the U.S. fleet began a series of 
exercises that for the first time ventured into the maritime approaches to the 
Soviet Union near the bastions where Soviet nuclear ballistic-missile 
submarines (SSBNs) were home-based. In June 1982 a Soviet war game 
simulated a seven-hour nuclear attack against the United States and its 
NATO allies.” On 8 March 1983, Reagan delivered the speech that labeled 
the Soviet an “evil empire.” Two weeks later, on 23 March, he introduced 
SDI, which he characterized as a long-term research and development 
(R&D) program designed to render nuclear weapons “impotent and obsolete.” 

The SDI was a pivotal event in the Cold War. It fired the imagination 
of America’s missile defense enthusiasts, but fueled the paranoia of Soviet 
leaders, who feared that a U.S. missile shield would fatally blunt the 
Soviet nuclear sword. Andropov, then the top Soviet leader, called SDI 
“a bid to disarm the USSR.” John Dziak, a senior analyst at the Defense 
Intelligence Agency, remarked that in response to SDI the Kremlin 
“literally went ballistic.’ 

Conceptually, the SDI was based upon deployment of an X-ray laser 
developed by renowned nuclear physicist Edward Teller (the “father of the 
H-bomb” and a long-time friend of the President) that theoretically could 
travel quickly enough through space to intercept a missile in its mid-course 
or even its boost or immediate post-boost phase (during which individual 
reentry vehicles deploy), rather than trying to stop it during re-entry.>* 
Even if the SDI’s advertised capabilities were in doubt, the perceived U.S. 
intentions were enough to alarm the Kremlin.” On 9 April 1983, the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union’s International Department, which 
coordinated Soviet front groups, “‘active measures,” and propaganda 
operations worldwide, took out a full-page advertisement in The New York 
Times appealing to scientists everywhere to oppose SDI (which, ironically, 
was deemed to be unworkable).°° 

The Soviet political leadership seemingly had more confidence in “Star 
Wars” than did many U.S. scientific experts. An American authority on 
Soviet military affairs wrote that “...most Soviet authors are prepared to 
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credit SDI with a potential for 80-90 percent effectiveness, and some will go 
as high as high as 95 percent.”°’ In April 1985, Col. A.I. Sazhin, chief of the 
military attaché section of Moscow’s London embassy, reportedly informed 
a meeting of diplomats and intelligence officers that the Kremlin believed 
that SDI-related systems might eventually be able to intercept 90 percent 
of Soviet strategic missiles. He doubted that Soviet research efforts could 
compete.°® An article in the Soviet press agency Novosti claimed that 
military measures such as deploying dummy missiles, space mines, and 
missiles specially coated to resist defensive weapons could reduce SDI to 
“useless junk?" Many U.S. experts believed, however, that Soviet boasts 
of simple counter-measures had “a tone of nervous whistling in the dark.”° 
According to U.S. defense specialist Simon Worden, 


There is no doubt that... SDI has Soviet attention—perhaps as no other 
event since August 1945. General Secretary Gorbachev has not given a 
major speech since he took the Soviet helm in which he has not decried 
US “militarization of space.” An unprecedented stream of full color, 
glossy Soviet publications—many of which would put even Madison 
Avenue to shame—‘‘prove”’ that SDI will not work, will end arms 
control...and will cause WW IIL...°' 


Typical of the Soviet propaganda offensive was a pronouncement that “‘the 
true purpose of the ‘strategic defense initiative’ is to obtain an opportunity 
for launching a nuclear attack with impunity, and for continuously 
harassing the Soviet Union... by means of nuclear blackmail’”® 

Moscow claimed that SDI represented an effort by the U.S. to gain 
strategic superiority by acquiring a first-strike capability and precluding 
Soviet retaliation. Thus, SDI was alleged to fatally undermine the doctrine 
of mutual assured destruction (MAD) that was considered the best 
guarantee against an outbreak of nuclear war. 

The Kremlin initially may have hoped that a more pliable successor would 
replace Reagan in the 1984 election and shelve SDI. But after Reagan won 
reelection by a landslide, Moscow unleashed a global “peace offensive” to 
discredit and derail SDI. In early 1985 the World Peace Council, Moscow’s 
premier front group, convened a meeting in Helsinki, Finland, of its 
affiliates and other like-minded organizations to launch a propaganda and 
disinformation campaign under the slogan “No to Star Wars!” Typical of 
the campaign was a pamphlet entitled “The U.S. Space Offensive: Road to 
Nuclear Annihilation.” 6 

The Soviet-American summit at Reykjavik, Iceland, in October 1986 
foundered on the issue of SDI, which Reagan refused to use as a 
bargaining chip for Soviet concessions on nuclear arms reductions. Two 
days after the talks broke down, Gorbachev, who had staked his prestige 
on a successful outcome, appeared on Soviet television to label “‘the 
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infamous SDI” as “...an epitome of obstructing peace, as a strong 
expression of militaristic designs and an unwillingness to get rid of the 
nuclear threat looming over mankind. It is impossible to perceive this 
program in any other way. This is the most important lesson of the 
Reykjavik meeting.” According to an editorial in the Washington Times 
many years later, a leading arms control official in the Reagan 
administration reported that “Mr. Gorbachev had confirmed that it was 
Mr. Reagan’s refusal to bargain away SDI...that precipitated the Soviet 
Union’s eventual collapse...’ 

The failure of Soviet efforts to derail SDI through propaganda, peace 
offensives, or diplomacy left Moscow with few options. Did the Soviet 
Union contemplate the use of “wet affairs’? (Communist parlance for 
assassinations)? If so, did the Kremlin have a role in inspiring or 
orchestrating the “Star Wars murders”? Based on cui bono (Who benefits?), 
the Kremlin would have gained the most from killing SDI specialists. 

Especially noteworthy is the fact that many of the dead scientists in Britain 
had expertise in fields that were applicable not only to space-based defense but 
also to undersea warfare. Also notable is that Moscow perceived an increasing 
U.S. threat to its nuclear-armed submarines as well as its land-based ICBMs. 

Partly because Britain’s nuclear arsenal was submarine-based, the UK 
developed world-class expertise in undersea warfare technology, especially 
underwater acoustics and vibration technology. Many of the deceased 
scientists were working on simulations for use in detecting and countering 
enemy (i.e., Soviet) submarines. The scientists also focused on acoustic 
imaging and signal processing, which are crucial in the detection, 
identification, and tracking of targets—both under water and in the air and 
space. Moreover, they developed and applied sophisticated computer 
software designed to guide or intercept both seaborne and airborne missiles. 
The Sting Ray torpedo, on which some of the deceased scientists had 
worked, was the only missile capable of locating the Soviet nuclear-powered 
attack submarine code-named “Mike” by NATO, that was able because of 
its exceptionally strong hull (built partly of titanium) to launch weapons 
from a depth of more than 9,800 feet.°° “Star Wars” victim Peter Peapell’s 
work included testing titanium’s resistance to explosives. 

In December 1982, Soviet naval attaché Anatoliy Pavlovich Zotov was 
expelled from the UK for attempting to create a network of agents to 
gather information about the weapons systems and electronic warfare used 
by the Royal Navy during the Falklands campaign. He also evinced a keen 
interest in British nuclear submarines. 

One thread linking many of the “Star Wars” victims was their focus on 
underwater acoustics. This branch of military science was crucial to SDI 
research. It also figured prominently in the mysterious disappearance on 30 
July 1986 of Dr. Svante Oden of Sweden, an internationally known expert 
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in this field. Oden’s case also raised the possibility of a Soviet connection. 
Authorities discovered his research boat, stripped of its sensitive electronic 
gear, inside Swedish territorial waters. Oden was reportedly attempting to 
perfect a device to detect minute underwater movements. In addition, he 
was reportedly experimenting with a new technology to track the Soviet 
mini-submarines that frequently intruded into Swedish waters.°’ The 
technology was also applicable to tracking missiles in space. Some Soviet 
submarines had navigated within surveillance distance of Sweden’s secret 
Musko naval base, where Swedish electronics firms were working in 
tandem with other Western companies on detection devices applicable in a 
“Star Wars” context. The Swedish press speculated that Soviet Spetsnaz 
(special operations forces) had snatched Oden.®® 


WESTERN EUROPE’S COUNTERPART TO THE “STAR WARS” MURDERS 


A series of relentless terrorist attacks on SDI-related business executives, 
industrialists, and NATO facilities in Western Europe that coincided with 
the “Star Wars” murders suggests a link between the two phenomena and 
a possible common source. As an article in National Review observed, 
“Perhaps it is just a statistical aberration. But it is curious that British 
high-tech researchers became particularly vulnerable to suicide at the 
precise time terrorists were striking at SDI targets on the Continent.” 
The article went on to discount the fact that “it may be just another freak 
coincidence that the Soviets’ assault on SDI was launched simultaneously 
with the terrorists’ strikes.”’° According to investigative journalist Claire 
Sterling, documents confiscated by the Belgian police as early as 1975 
indicated that senior KGB officer Alexander Benyaminov was orchestrating 
a campaign to “‘enliven’’ terrorist organizations in Germany, Italy, 
Belgium, France, and the Netherlands.’' Irrespective of the underlying 
cause, however, the 1980s indisputably witnessed two parallel phenomena: 
attacks against NATO targets in Western Europe overtly perpetrated by 
terrorists and the bizarre wave of deaths in Britain more likely caused by 
covert means. 

The terrorists who murdered prominent members of Western Europe’s 
business elite typically issued communiqués claiming credit for the attacks 
and attributing them to the victims’ association with SDI. The connection 
was equally clear in many of the terrorist operations against NATO facilities. 

In November and December 1984, shortly after Reagan’s reelection (which 
dashed Soviet hopes of a more moderate successor), a Belgian terrorist group 
calling itself Communist Combattant Cells (CCC) initiated a series of attacks 
against NATO targets. Belgium was one of five countries that had agreed to 
deploy American GLCMs. The terrorists bombed the Brussels offices of the 
electronics giant Motorola, two military communications masts, a NATO 
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fuel pumping station in central Belgium, six locations along NATO’s 
emergency fuel pipeline, and the offices near Versailles of the agency that 
operated NATO’s network of pipelines. In addition, the single two-month 
span of December 1984 and January 1985 witnessed about 60 terrorist 
attacks against U.S. military installations in West Germany.” 

President Reagan’s plan to enlist NATO allies in SDI research prompted 
Soviet leader Gorbachev to warn that “‘the development of weapons for 
‘Star Wars’...is leading to the destabilization of the entire system of 
international relations, to even sharper political and military confrontation. 
This should not be forgotten both by the initiators of the above 
provocative undertaking and by those who are being invited to share in it.” 

On 18 July 1985, French President François Mitterrand declined formal 
participation in SDI but stated that individual French firms could bid for 
SDI contracts. Mitterrand also initiated the EUREKA (European 
Research Coordination Agency) program to coordinate European efforts 
toward a missile defense system. On 27 March 1986 the Federal Republic 
of Germany (FRG) signed an accord with the United States to permit 
West German firms to work on SDI research contracts. Italy followed suit 
on 19 September. Both nations also signed up for EUREKA. 

By far the most active terrorist group operating against NATO and 
SDfI-related targets was the Red Army Faction (RAF). This West German 
organization grew out of the radical leftwing student protest movement that 
rocked the Western world during the late 1960s and had a disproportionately 
severe impact on the FRG. By the late 1970s, West Germany was reeling 
under the force of relentless terrorist attacks against both military and 
industrial facilities and high-profile individuals. The government’s decision to 
accept American IRBMs on its territory gave new impetus to the terrorist 
onslaught. After the debut of SDI, the German [RAF] turned much of its 
attention to targets specifically connected to “Star Wars.” 

In January 1986, even before West Germany’s formal adherence to SDI, a 
police raid on an RAF hideout yielded a list of West German businessmen 
believed to be seeking SDI contracts.’ The names on the list included 
physicist Karl-Heinz Beckurts, a member of the board of directors and 
head of research and development at the Siemens Company, an 
electronics giant and an SDI contractor. In June 1985, Beckurts met with 
U.S. government officials to discuss prospects for conducting SDI 
research, and in late 1985 and early 1986 he served as an advisor to the 
West German government during talks in Washington about West 
German cooperation with the SDI program. On 9 July 1986, Beckurts 
and his chauffeur were killed by a remote-controlled car bomb outside 
Munich. A communiqué issued by the RAF’s “Commando Mara Cagol” 
attributed Beckurts’s death to his involvement in the “secret negotiations” 
regarding SDI.” 
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On 10 October, Gerold von Braunmuhl, a principal adviser to West 
Germany’s foreign minister during SDI cooperation talks with the United 
States, was shot dead by a masked gunman near his home outside Bonn. 
Police retrieved a letter stating that “Today, we have, through the Ingrid 
Schubert Commando, shot dead the secret diplomat von Braunmuhl.’’”° 
According to investigators, the von Braunmuhl and Beckurts communiqués 
were written on the same typewriter.” 

On 18 June 1986, the West German Ministry for Research and Technology 
released a document identifying companies that were engaged in research on 
missile-defense-related technologies. Barely a month later, on successive days, 
members of the RAF attacked two of the firms. On 24 July the offices of the 
Fraunhofer Research Institute in Aachen, which reportedly was conducting 
SDI-related research on a high-energy laser, sustained heavy damage from 
a bomb. On 25 July, another bomb exploded, this time at the headquarters 
of the Dornier Company in Immenstaad, which was perfecting a device to 
facilitate highly accurate targeting of objects in space. 

In August, two months after an SDI contract was publicly awarded to the 
CSF Thomson Corporation in France, terrorists bombed the firm’s Paris 
office. The contract involved research on free-electron lasers, a technology 
that held great promise for the “‘Star Wars”? program. In addition, 
Thomson reportedly was researching gallium-arsenide integrated circuits, 
which are faster and more resistant to countermeasures than silicon chips 
and thus could reduce the reaction time of SDI systems. The French 
terrorist group Accion Directe reportedly carried out the attack on the 
Thomson office.” 

The Red Brigades, Italy’s most notorious terrorist organization, also 
participated in the campaign against SDI-related targets. On 10 February 
1986, Lando Conti, a long-time associate of Italy’s minister of defense and 
a consultant to an Italian firm producing radar and electronic equipment, 
was shot dead in Florence. The Red Brigades claimed credit for the 
assassination and stated in a press release that “Italy must have nothing to 
do with Star Wars and must withdraw from NATO.” 

On 20 March 1987, two motorcyclists gunned down Italian Air Force 
General Licio Giorgieri in Rome. Director General of the Department of 
Space and Armaments Procurement in the Defense Ministry, Giorgieri was 
SDI’s principal advocate in the Italian armed forces and worked to obtain 
SDI contracts for Italian companies. Like Beckurts and von Braunmuhl, 
Giorgieri served as a principal negotiator for his government during talks 
with the United States about participation in SDI. According to a 
communiqué issued by the Red Brigades, Giorgieri ‘“‘was struck down 
exclusively for his responsibility exercised following the Italian adhesion to 
the Star Wars project.” The word ‘‘exclusively’’ was underlined in the 
document, which concluded with the words “No to Star Wars!”8° 
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In addition to the high-profile murders of Beckurts, von Braunmuhl, and 
Giorgieri, the single year from July 1986 to July 1987 witnessed seven terrorist 
bombings, five highly suspicious “suicides,” and one disappearance among 
West European scientists, researchers, defense contractors, and military and 
government officials. Most of the activities pursued by the victims were 
linked directly to SDI. As one analyst pointed out, “Other industrialists and 
scientists were no doubt expected to get the message on their professional 
grapevines: stop working for NATO, or die.’”*! 

Among the industrial properties bombed during this period were the 
Copenhagen, Denmark, offices of West Germany’s AEG Company and 
the IBM Research Center in Heidelberg, Germany. The attack on AEG 
occurred barely a month after a public announcement that the company 
was bidding on an SDI contract involving research on the application of 
“Star Wars” technology to a West European missile-defense system. The 
terrorists’ communiqué issued after the IBM bombing charged that “‘it 
is... IBM technology with which the imperialistic system is working on the 
SDI.” The company held four SDI contracts. 


ENTER THE STASI 


After the collapse of the East German regime in 1989, a trove of documents 
from the Ministry of State Security (better known as the Stasi) revealed a 
well established partnership between the ministry and a variety of 
international terrorist groups.** The Stasi, like all the intelligence and 
espionage agencies in the Soviet bloc, was a handmaiden of the KGB. It 
was also the most loyal, proficient, and technologically savvy. Notably, its 
principal client was the RAF. 

The Soviet and East German secret services initially kept their distance 
from West European terrorists, viewing them as middle-class malcontents 
who resisted authority and lacked Communist-style discipline. Moreover, 
Moscow still savored the benefits of détente, which faded as a result of 
Communist expansionism in the Third World but did not finally collapse 
until the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. 

In March 1981 the Stasi agreed to give the RAF a six-week weapons- 
training course. According to an article in the German magazine Stern on 
4 April 1991, 


The RAF used live ammunition to practice with nine-millimeter 
SIG-Sauer guns, 357-magnum guns from Smith and Wesson, the West 
German Heckler and Koch submachine gun, the G-3 NATO gun [the 
standard gun of the West German Bundeswehr], and with 
Kalashnikovs. The climax was a test shooting with the Russian RPG-7 
anti-tank weapon [Panzerfaust].... 
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Other skills taught in the Stasi training included the use of laser beams 
in terrorist attacks. The RAF subsequently employed a laser in 1986 to 
detonate the bomb that killed Karl Heinz Beckurts. 


The terrorists were eager to play with their new toys. They viewed the Stasi- 
sponsored training program as a dress rehearsal for two RAF operations that 
occurred within months after they completed the course. On 31 August 1981, 
“graduates” of the Stasi training program bombed the barracks at the U.S. 
military airbase in Ramstein, West Germany. The attack, in which a car 
containing three bombs was blown up, apparently by remote control, 
seriously wounded 17 people and caused damage amounting to several 
million dollars. Then, on 15 September 1981, the terrorists fired two 
RPG-7 antitank guns at the armored limousine of General Frederick J. 
Kroesen, commander-in-chief of U.S. forces in Europe. Kroesen 
miraculously survived. 

Among the Stasi’s black arts was a highly refined expertise in murder made 
to look like suicide or accidental death. Techniques included fast-acting 
cardiac poisons, anesthetics for bullet fillings, poisons causing spasms, 
lethal nerve and contact poisons, toxic substances dissolved in food and 
drink, and poisons causing irrational behavior.** 

A cache of documents smuggled out of post-Soviet Russia by former KGB 
archivist Vasily Mitrokhin revealed that Andropov had decided “to use, or 
connive in the use of, terrorism” against U.S. and NATO targets in 
Europe. Lending additional credence to Soviet intentions was KGB Lt. 
Col. Gennady Varennik’s revelation of a diabolic plot to bomb sites in 
West Germany that U.S. military personnel and their families frequented 
and to create the perception that the perpetrators were domestic terrorists. 
Varennik met secretly in West Germany with a CIA officer on 4 
November 1985 to divulge details of the planned operation, which 
reportedly originated at the KGB’s regional headquarters in East Berlin 
and aimed to destabilize relations between Washington and Bonn. 
Varennik, who operated under cover of the Soviet news agency TASS, was 
summoned to East Berlin soon after meeting with the CIA officer; he 
subsequently disappeared and was presumably arrested and executed.*° 

In their book on the KGB archives, Mitrokhin and British historian 
Christopher Andrew stated: 


With the intensification of the Cold War in the early years of the Reagan 
presidency and fears in the Centre that the new president was planning a 
nuclear first strike, Andropov became increasingly willing...to use, or 
connive in the use of, terrorism against United States and NATO 
targets. With Andropov’s knowledge (and doubtless his blessing), East 
Germany became what its last non-Communist interior minister, 
Peter-Michael Diestel, later called “an Eldorado for terrorists.*° 
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Moreover, according to documents reviewed by the Wall Street Journal, 


the RAF’s murders bear a striking resemblance to methods and tactics 
pioneered by a special unit of East Germany’s Stasi. ...The unit 
reported directly to Stasi boss Erich Mielke and actively sought in the 
waning years of the Communist regime to imitate the Red Army 
Faction to mask their own attacks against prominent people in 
Western Germany and destabilize the country.*’ 


In a remarkable memo penned in 1982, Mielke outlined his strategy to exploit 
the RAF by using its attacks as a smokescreen to conceal the Stasi's own 
lethal operations. Mielke wrote that the Stasi should learn to adopt the 
terrorists’ tactics in order to attack targets and create the perception that 
terrorist organizations were responsible. He proposed the use of commando 
teams to launch attacks that would “give the impression that an incident 
was an accident...” Mielke predicted that blame would be “‘displaced”’ 
onto “‘regime-hostile or extremist forces” (i.e., terrorists) in the targeted 
country. His memo concluded: ‘‘For that reason...all available 
information regarding the terror scene in the imperialist states, which can 
be used to develop methods and tactics, is to be studied and analyzed.’’** 
The Stasi then also recruited terrorists to do its dirty work and thus 
maintain plausible deniability for the Stasi and the KGB. 

By the time President Reagan unveiled SDI, the KGB had granted the 
Stasi the primary responsibility for coordinating terrorist activity in 
Western Europe,*” and the Stasi-terrorist nexus was on a solid footing. All 
that remained was to turn this mutually beneficial relationship against the 
perceived new threat from “Star Wars.” In some cases, the Stasi and the 
terrorists worked hand in glove against a target. For example, on the day 
after the RAF murdered Beckurts, a Stasi official passed an extensive 
report to Mielke indicating that the East German service had constantly 
monitored the victim’s car phone and was therefore intimately familiar 
with his travel plans and routes.”” 


THE STASI, THE KGB, AND THE “STAR WARS” MURDERS: A LINK? 


The situation in Britain was not analogous to that in Western Europe. No 
indigenous terrorist organization was able or willing to launch attacks in 
the UK at the behest of a foreign intelligence service. Despite some 
previous cooperation between the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and West 
European terrorist groups, Northern Ireland was the primary focus of 
terrorist operations in the UK. Nevertheless, some Soviet-inspired murders 
occurred on British soil—the 1978 assassination in London of Bulgarian 
dissident writer Georgi Markov with a poison-tipped umbrella.’! The 
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assassin was almost certainly an agent of the Bulgarian intelligence service, 
which, like its sister organizations in the Soviet bloc, was under KGB control. 

Even before SDI, the Soviet Union sought by any means possible to obtain 
Western technology. U.S. restrictions on technology transfer to the Communist 
bloc eased considerably during the era of détente but tightened up again after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the start of the Reagan administration. 
The KGB was particularly interested in electronic warfare and 
computer-controlled defense systems, two of the major specialties of the “Star 
Wars” scientists, and Britain was a target-rich environment in view of its 
“special relationship” with the United States. An article on 27 November 1988 
in the London Sunday Express, “Call off your spies, Mikhail” (a reference to 
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev), noted a sharp increase in Soviet espionage 
and “wet works” in Britain during the 1980s. Despite that admonition, during 
the same period record numbers of KGB officers were expelled from Western 
countries (including 31 from the UK) in a crackdown on Soviet attempts to 
collect scientific and technical intelligence.” The KGB also lagged in recruiting 
well-placed agents, particularly in the UK and the United States.” Moreover, 
Moscow, needing to ensure plausible deniability, would have sent operatives 
from other Soviet bloc agencies rather than the KGB if “wet affairs” were 
deemed necessary. It may therefore have outsourced many requirements in the 
UK to the highly proficient East Germans.” 

East Germany maintained an active presence in Britain in the form of 
diplomats, trade representatives, journalists, and others whose official 
duties routinely shaded into espionage. Penetration of the British peace 
movement was one task. More significant, however, was the concealment 
of Stasi agents in Britain’s version of the military—industrial complex. The 
Stasi presence also may have included some illegals, who established 
legends and bogus identities and aided in the quest for British technical 
and industrial intelligence—including intelligence required for targeting the 
“Star Wars” scientists. It is quite feasible that the targets were approached 
for information and killed when they refused to cooperate. 

The Stasi’s expertise in contact poisons could have been especially useful. 
An assassin might have replicated the type of operation in which a Stasi 
member applied a contact poison on the car door of a West German 
targeted for assassination. The man died in a car crash, but the police 
called it an accident. Poisons causing irrational behavior could conceivably 
have accounted for some of the bizarre deaths of the “Star Wars” scientists. 
And a poison pellet might have caused the puncture wound in Vimal 
Dajibhai’s buttocks.”° 

A senior British counterintelligence officer expressed amazement at the 
range of Stasi activities in the country and of MI5’s failure to detect most 
of them.”° The index of former MI5 chief Stella Rimington’s history of her 
agency in the 1980s contained not a single name of an East German 
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intelligence officer or spy.’’ But researcher Anthony Glees reported that the 
Stasi files prove that they possessed “‘at least 21 discrete sources of secret 
intelligence in [Britain in] the 1980s, not counting the half dozen secret 
military intelligence officers [in the rezidentura or field station] or the 
‘illegals’ who were kept far from the Embassy’s confines. London was 
riddled with Stasi spies.”?® 

Some military intelligence officers specifically sought to recruit workers in 
Britain’s defense industry. Erich Schwager, the head of Stasi operations in 
Britain, was among those tasked with the collection of information on SDI 
research for transmittal to East Berlin.” According to The Times, 


His years as resident Stasi chief in London saw the rapid expansion of the 
intelligence agency’s British spy network; the decoded papers show that at 
least 15 moles were recruited during the mid-1980s.... A separate set of 
files show that Stasi officers based in East Berlin entered and left Britain 
freely, carrying substantial sums in sterling to pay their agents.... It was 
during his time in command of Stasi operations in the UK that the East 
Germans began to meet their moles at football matches, believing it 
would be almost impossible for the police or security service officers to 
follow and eavesdrop upon them on the crowded terraces. . .'°° 


Glees concluded that “there was a dangerous covert war being waged by the 
East German secret service against targets in the United Kingdom.” !”! 

The passage of nearly 30 years has yielded no resolution to one of the most 
intriguing unsolved cases of the Cold War or even an official British 
acknowledgement of possible serial homicides. Irrefutable evidence is still 
lacking. Nevertheless, Moscow’s obsession with derailing SDI and East 
Germany’s cozy relationship with West European terrorist groups—a 
relationship encouraged and abetted by the Kremlin—militate against 
dismissing possible Soviet bloc complicity in the “Star Wars” Murders. 
Intelligence gleaned from the Stasi files, declassified Soviet documents, and 
confessions of former terrorists lend credence to the hypothesis that the 
“Star Wars” victims may have been pawns in a Soviet proxy war using 
terrorists and Stasi operatives to subvert SDI. In essence: when there’s no 
smoking gun, search for the hidden hand. 
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